Radiation therapy of tumors of the brainstem and midbrain in children: experience of the Joint Center for Radiation Therapy and Children's Hospital Medical Center (1971-1981).
Between 1971 and 1981, 79 previously untreated children with proven or presumed gliomas of the brainstem or midbrain were seen and treated at the Joint Center for Radiation Therapy and Children's Hospital Medical Center in Boston. Twenty-seven patients had tumors of the thalamus and midbrain (Group I) and 52 had lesions of the pons or medulla (Group II). Overall 5- and 10-year survivals were 50% and 41% respectively. Eighty percent of deaths occurred within 2 years of treatment. Eighty-six percent of the children (69/79) had clinical improvement or stabilization of disease after treatment. Group I patients had a 5-year survival of 73% which was significantly greater than that of Group II patients (38%) (p = 0.007). Children who presented with hypothalamic tumors in association with a diencephalic syndrome or other growth abnormality appeared to have had a better prognosis with 6/6 (100%) surviving without evidence of disease. Age at presentation was not correlated with prognosis. Of 10 children less than 3 years of age at presentation and treatment, 6 are alive (60%) at 2, 3, 7, 9, 10, and 12 years after treatment. The functional results in this group have been good--all six are leading apparently normal lives in regular schools with minor or no apparent neurologic deficits. Although these children will require long term follow-up to determine whether cures have actually been achieved, it appears that the majority achieve some benefit, that a significant proportion enjoy long term survival, and that very young children may be treated successfully with minimal radiation-induced neurologic sequela.